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The administration of US President George W. Bush has asked Congress for more military aid
for Colombia and has called for significant changes to the rules governing how that aid can be
used. Toward that end, the administration folded its Colombia policy into the "war on terrorism."
In addition, Secretary of State Colin Powell has certified that the Colombian military has made
significant improvement in human rights. Some lawmakers and several prominent human rights
groups have said there is no evidence to back up either the certification on human rights or the
alleged links between Colombian guerrillas and international terrorist groups.
Until now, US military aid to Colombia has been restricted to anti-narcotics activity, but on March
21 the Bush administration requested authorization from Congress to broaden the use of such
assistance to also combat terrorism. The policy change is found in one sentence buried inside
the request for emergency anti-terrorism aid. Superseding existing restrictions, it says that all
previously approved and future aid "shall be available to support a unified campaign against
narcotics trafficking, terrorist activities, and other threats to [Colombia's] national security."
Although the administration has said it will not send combat troops to Colombia nor extend the
US military mission beyond training and supplying military equipment, Colombia would have no
restrictions on its use of US equipment and US- trained troops.

Advocates for expanding US role go to Congress
After almost four years of calling for a negotiated settlement to Colombia's decades-old conflict, in
February President Andres Pastrana broke off talks with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC). Since then he has joined the Bush administration in calling the FARC terrorists.
In mid-April, Pastrana went to Washington to lobby for increased aid with less restrictions to "fight
terrorism." Bush praised Pastrana, saying, "President Pastrana has taken on a huge task in his
country. One is to defend democracy and the institutions the democracy, and he's done a great job
of that. Secondly is to fight narcotrafficking." Bush said he and Pastrana discussed changing the
focus from counternarcotics to include counterterrorism. "These aren't 'so-called terrorists,' these
are terrorists," said Bush. "They've captured people. They're after Andres." But as members of
Congress debate the administration's request for increased aid, they are looking at what has been
done with the US$1.7 billion they have given to Colombia during the last two years.
Many find little return. The White House announced in March that coca production actually rose by
about 25% last year. Colombia has denied this, saying its statistics show a 16% decrease.
A US-funded study released in February found serious problems with efforts to promote crop
substitution, saying that few campesinos who had agreed to abandon coca had done so. Lawmakers
also ask why the administration proposes spending more money to defend Colombia, when
Colombia is spending less. Although Pastrana increased defense spending in 1998, it has declined as
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a percentage of GDP every year since then. Colombia now spends slightly less than 2% of its GDP
on the army, and 3.3% for all security forces combined.
"We're talking about a lot of money going to a very small area that is making zero progress," Rep.
Sonny Callahan (R-AL) said at a House subcommittee hearing. The administration sent a parade
of advocates for increased aid to Congress in mid-April who warned that continued instability in
Colombia could lead to more drug trafficking and more terrorism.
On April 10, Undersecretary of State Marc Grossman told a House appropriations subcommittee
that the administration is seeking US$35 million in supplemental counterterrorism funding
for Colombia through Sept. 30. For the 2003 fiscal year, it is asking for US$439 million for Plan
Colombia and US$98 million to train and equip Colombian military units protecting the CanoLimon pipeline used by Occidental Petroleum. Peter Rodman, assistant secretary of defense, told
a House international relations subcommittee on April 11 that the three groups the US has labeled
terrorist the FARC, the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), and the paramilitary Autodefensas
Unidas de Colombia (AUC) threaten regional stability and US interests through transnational arms
and drug trafficking, kidnapping, and extortion. The same day, Assistant Secretary of State Otto
Reich outlined a recent "surge of terrorist violence" in Colombia. "If enacted, [this new authority]
will give us greater flexibility to help the government of Colombia attack this hydra-headed threat."
he said.
Reich found support from the committee chair. "Three hours by plane from Miami, we face
a potential breeding ground for international terror equaled perhaps only by Afghanistan,"
warned Rep. Henry Hyde (R-IL), chair of the International Relations Committee. "The threat to
the American national interest is both imminent and clear." But some in Congress suggest the
administration is manufacturing a terrorist threat in Colombia to justify throwing good money
after bad. "Some people are saying we are on a slippery slope. I think we are approaching a cliff in
Colombia," said Rep. Ron Paul (R-TX). Paul said the Colombian conflict has been going on since the
1940s. To try to relate it to Sept. 11, he said, "I think this is really, really a stretch."

Congressional staff sees IRA connection
A recent congressional report linked the FARC with the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and other
international groups. Three suspected IRA members were arrested at Bogota's international airport
last August and charged with training FARC rebels in the use of high-powered explosives. They are
scheduled to go on trial within the next few weeks. The three have denied the charges, and the IRA
has denied that any of them are its members or that it sent them.
On April 23, after a nine-month investigation, the House International Relations Committee
released a staff report that said up to 15 members of the IRA, including "senior weapons designers,"
had visited FARC-held territory in the last three years. It said the IRA as well as terrorists from Iran,
Cuba, and possibly the ETA Basque separatists in Spain have threatened that country's democracy.
"It is likely that in the former FARC safe haven, these terrorist groups had been sharing techniques,
honing their terrorism skills, using illicit drug proceeds in payment and collectively helping to
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challenge the rule of law in Colombia," the report said. The committee then held hearings on the
alleged IRA-FARC links, but testimony lent little support to the allegations.
Gen. Fernando Tapias, head of the Colombian armed forces, said he had no information about
organizational links between the IRA and Colombian terrorists. Nor had the Colombian government
detected any terrorist assistance or training in his country by Iran or Cuba, he said.
"The purpose of this committee hearing is not to determine facts, but to rubber-stamp" conclusions
drawn by committee staffers, said Rep. William Delahunt (D-MA). Under questioning by Delahunt
and several other committee members, both Asa Hutchinson, head of the Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA), and Mark F. Wong, the State Department's acting coordinator for
counterterrorism, acknowledged they had no direct proof that the IRA sanctioned the alleged
activities of the three Irish nationals detained last year. Rep. Christopher H. Smith (R-NJ) said he
had asked Colombia, Britain, and the US intelligence community "if there is even one scintilla of
evidence of connection between the IRA or Sinn Fein" and the FARC, "and the answer is no."
There is "nothing to back up these assertions," Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams said in Dublin on
April 24, after the House committee released its report. Adams, who refused to go to Washington
to testify before the committee, said he was satisfied with the IRA's denial of its involvement in the
case. "The IRA leadership made it clear that it 'sent no one to Colombia to train or to engage in any
military cooperation with any group,'" Adams said in a statement posted on Sinn Fein's Web site.
Critics say congressional hawks are using the case to influence US policy in Colombia even
though no evidence links the IRA to the FARC. "The ugly sisters are trying to fit Colombia into
Cinderella's shoe here," said Bruce Bagley, a Colombia expert at the University of Miami. "The
evidence isn't there. The FARC is a homegrown revolution. They are focused on Colombia." "I
think it's strained," Delahunt said in a recent interview. The FARC "has transformed itself more
into a criminal organization, but it is not a terrorist group with global reach," he said, citing recent
intelligence briefings. "To call it that is an effort to secure more involvement and military assistance
to Colombia."
A US intelligence official, asked about potential links between the FARC and global terrorist groups,
said there is no strong evidence of any linkage. "It's a very lawless, Old West-type of place, and
every type of bad person operates there," the official, who spoke on condition of anonymity, said.
"But as for direct links between the FARC and al-Qaida or Hezbollah, those kinds of groups, the
experts just laugh."

Human rights groups challenge certification
Congress had refused to release military-related funds in an aid package for 2002 without
administration certification that the Colombian army had ended collusion with the AUC, suspended
and prosecuted senior officers credibly linked to human rights violations, and moved to arrest AUC
leaders.
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On May 1, Secretary of State Colin Powell sent a report to Congress with that certification, which
frees US$62 million in military aid. That sum is 60% of the US$104 million appropriated by Congress
for the Colombian military last December. The remaining funds can be disbursed only after a
subsequent certification later this year. State Department spokesman Richard Boucher said the US
and Colombian governments recognize that protection of human rights still needs improvement.
He said "the government of Colombia has assured us of its understanding the protection of human
rights is a special responsibility of government." But members of Congress and human rights
groups including Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty International (AI), and the Washington
Office on Latin America (WOLA) criticized the decision, saying that the Colombian government has
failed "to take even minimal steps to meet" the congressional conditions.
Sen. Patrick J. Leahy (D-VT), who chairs the appropriations subcommittee that oversees foreign
assistance, said Colombia's record was disappointing. "This certification has more to do with the
fact that US aid was running out than with sufficient progress on human rights," said Leahy. In a
joint statement, AI, HRW, and WOLA said that "the State Department's decision was made despite
abundant evidence demonstrating that little progress has been made in improving Colombia's
dire human rights record." "The administration is proposing millions in counterterrorism aid to
Colombia even as the Colombian military refuses to break ties with a designated terrorist group,"
said Jose Miguel Vivanco, HRW/Americas director.
One officer accused of human rights violations, Gen. Rodrigo Quinones, has been appointed
military attache to the Colombian Embassy in Israel. Quinones has been implicated by Colombian
prosecutors and independent human rights monitors in two massacres as well as the murder of 57
trade unionists, human rights workers, and community leaders.
"The idea that sending a murderous general into diplomatic exile constitutes progress in human
rights is patently ridiculous," said WOLA director Bill Spencer. "It's good that he may not be able to
order assassinations from abroad, but to think that this would merit hundreds of millions of dollars
in military assistance is really appalling and offensive." A statement from Alex Arriaga, government
relations director for AI/USA, said, "It is inexcusable for the United States to send military aid when
the Colombian government has failed to adequately meet the human rights conditions placed upon
US aid. In 2001, there was a dramatic increase in political violence and attacks on human rights
defenders.
Meanwhile, impunity continues to reign for those who violate human rights, whether they are the
Colombian military, paramilitary groups, the FARC, or the ELN. Without progress on meeting
the benchmarks, US aid will only contribute to more human rights violations and diminish hopes
for peace." Massive amounts of US military aid are also unlikely to make a dent in US drug
consumption. In a Los Angeles Times article May 5, Sen. Leahy wrote that "just as Colombians
need to take far more responsibility for their own problems, we need to understand that Colombia
cannot solve America's drug problem, nor is Columbia responsible for it. Our meager attempts to
reduce demand for drugs have failed, and unless we devote far more effort to what we know works
education and treatment the drugs will keep coming and Americans will keep dying.
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